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ABSTRACT 
As urbanisation of the global population has increased 
above 50%, growing food in urban spaces increases in 
importance, as it can contribute to food security, reduce 
food miles, and improve people’s physical and mental 
health. Approaching the task of growing food in urban 
environments is a mixture of residential growers and 
groups. Permablitz Brisbane is an event-centric 
grassroots community that organises daylong ‘working 
bee’ events, drawing on permaculture design principles in 
the planning and design process. Permablitz Brisbane 
provides a useful contrast from other location-centric 
forms of urban agriculture communities (such as city 
farms or community gardens), as their aim is to help 
encourage urban residents to grow their own food. We 
present findings and design implications from a 
qualitative study with members of this group, using 
ethnographic methods to engage with and understand how 
this group operates. Our findings describe four themes 
that include opportunities, difficulties, and considerations 
for the creation of interventions by Human-Computer 
Interaction (HCI) designers. 
Author Keywords 
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ACM Classification Keywords 
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INTRODUCTION 
The field of Sustainable HCI has taken a particular 
interest in food, from production to consumption; 
although growing food provides other positive outcomes 
for society beyond ecological sustainability. Urban 
agriculture in this study refers to gardening in urban 
environments; it can refer to fuel and livestock production 
(Smit, Ratta, & Nasr, 1996). In the form of gardening it 
can contribute positively to the physical and mental 
health of the gardener through the gentle exercise of the 
practice (Bellows, Brown, & Smit, 2003; Brown & 
Jameton, 2000). Growing and consuming food locally 
also helps increase food security (Kortright & Wakefield, 
2011), and the reduction in transport, storage, and 
processing energy costs (Schnell, 2013). Promoting food 
production in urban environments is particularly relevant 
to Australia’s wellbeing as 89% of the populace lives in 
urban centres (United Nations, 2014). 
This study contributes to a growing field of research 
exploring how interaction design is or could be used in 
the relation to communities who grow food (Choi, Foth, 
& Hearn, 2013). We first introduce the grassroots 
community group and focus of this study, Permablitz 
Brisbane, before detailing our research approach and 
interactions with their members. Our findings provide an 
understanding of the role of volunteers, the limited 
resources for events, and the importance of engaging 
with, and encouraging local communities to practice 
gardening. For each finding we also consider how HCI 
designers can contribute to this group and local gardening 
communities. The contribution of this study, therefore, is 
to increase the understanding of grassroots food growing 
communities; how Permablitz Brisbane in particular 
engages with the community as an event-centric 
grassroots group; and the opportunities, challenges and 
constraints this creates for HCI designers. 
PERMABLITZ BRISBANE 
Permablitz Brisbane is the local chapter of a global 
grassroots movement called Permablitz that started in 
Melbourne, Australia in 2006. Permablitz Brisbane as a 
community plans events called permablitzes – a gathering 
of volunteers from the local community, working together 
over the course of a day to enact a tailored permaculture 
design plan to overhaul the host’s available gardening 
space, typically a backyard (Permablitz Brisbane, 2010). 
The aim of Permablitz Brisbane is to transform the 
connection between urban residents and their food, by 
‘changing the world, one backyard at a time.’ Interactive 
technology could aid this effort (Hirsch, Sengers, Blevis, 
Beckwith, & Parikh, 2010, p. 3149). 
Permablitz Brisbane comprises two main entities: the 
Permablitz Collective, and the Permaculture Guild. The 
first is the main organisers of Permablitz Brisbane events 
of less than twelve people. They send out newsletters at 
irregular intervals to advertise events, social gatherings, 
and job opportunities in local urban agriculture initiatives. 
The second group consists of people with Permaculture 
Design Certification (PDC), connected by a mailing list. 
The event host is introduced to suitable designers from 
the Guild mailing list, and where possible experienced 
designers will be paired with novices. 
Permablitz Brisbane is a relevant and important example 
of an event-based group as they support residential 
gardening practices for the most common type of food 
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producing garden (Kortright & Wakefield, 2011). The 
group provides a useful contrast from other forms of 
urban agriculture that are location-centric, such as city 
farms (Heitlinger, Bryan-Kinns, & Jefferies, 2013; Lyle, 
Choi, & Foth, 2013), and a continued departure from 
‘personal consumption monitoring,’ expanding the field 
of Sustainable HCI (Hirsch et al., 2010). 
RELATED WORK 
Communities involved in growing food in urban 
environments have been the focus of recent studies in the 
UK (Heitlinger et al., 2013) as well as Australia (Lyle et 
al., 2013; Odom, 2010), and these expose different 
opportunities, challenges, and considerations for HCI 
designers. In particular, relevant findings from these 
studies included an understanding of resilience and 
resourcefulness among different urban agriculture 
projects and a need for greater connection to the local 
community that may not know or understand the positive 
impact local food production could entail. As Lyle et al. 
(2013) and Odom (2010) conducted their studies in 
Brisbane, this provides a useful point of comparison for a 
number of the findings described as part of this study. 
These studies focus on communities rather than 
individuals within the field of Sustainable HCI, 
responding to a void identified by DiSalvo, Sengers, and 
Brynjarsdóttir (2010). 70% of the literature they reviewed 
focused on the individual. With Permablitz Brisbane, the 
distinction is less clear. While it is a group, the focus is 
on transforming individually managed gardens. Hearn, 
Collie, Lyle, Choi, and Foth (2014) describe Permablitz 
as having a focus on community-level action, which self-
organise through the autonomous local chapters. 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
The approach taken to conduct this study follows that of 
Lyle et al. (2013), utilising qualitative methods of data 
collection: participant observation and semi-structured 
interviews. The participant observation took place at six 
permablitz events (E1-E6), each lasting approx. 6h 
between mid-2011 and early-2014. This approach helped 
immerse us in the phenomenon of permablitz. Events 
took place primarily within the greater Brisbane area, and 
one west of Brisbane in Ipswich. During the interviews 
we learnt events E1-E3 were much larger in scope than 
typical permablitz events (with regards to physical space, 
amount of work, and number of volunteers). By contrast, 
E4-E6 occurred in residential backyards, which are 
typical locations and more manageable. 
We conducted three semi-structured interviews (45min 
each) with people involved in the operation of the 
permablitz group (P1-P3, all male). Interview participants 
were all involved in running the permablitz group, but did 
not necessarily get involved in the planning of every 
event. There is an expectation that those involved have 
either completed (or intend to complete) a PDC course. 
P1-P3 had previously hosted a permablitz event at their 
residence. The first semi-structured interview occurred 
after attendance as a participant-observer at E2, and the 
final interview was conducted prior to E5. This time gap 
was useful, as P3 had taken over some duties from P1, 
providing an additional perspective on similar issues. 
The interviews provided insights into the planning 
process that event volunteers do not see. A number of 
planning meetings occur in the background with the 
prospective event host and a designer and coordinator. 
The interview recordings were reviewed and annotated, 
and then compared with participant observation notes in 
order to thematically analyse the data. The analysis 
involved coding annotations and grouping by code to 
avoid overlap. From this, we were able to develop key 
emerging themes (Patton, 2001). 
DISCUSSION 
The four themes discussed in this section provide insights 
into the group’s ability to continue organising events 
given limited resources; the importance of local 
communities to the group in the context of Brisbane 
Permablitz, and; the development of future groups that 
are highly localised. For each theme we discuss how HCI 
designers can respond. 
The Limits of Volunteers 
Permablitz Brisbane is entirely dependent on volunteers, 
both at the level of organising, and participating in events. 
A key difference between organisers and participants is 
the increased commitment required by the former. For 
event participation, there is no ongoing commitment, or 
shortage of volunteers: “…[Event participants] can 
contribute, they learn a bit, they work hard, they have a 
laugh, eat good food, then they can go home, and never 
have to worry about that involvement, or involvement in 
that particular garden ever again.” (P3) 
By contrast the organisers of Permablitz Brisbane engage 
with a high level of enthusiasm and take on a workload 
that inevitably leads to burnout. P3 indicated a need to try 
and address this, through managing the scope of events, 
and treating the events as a celebration. P3 spoke of two 
types of mini-permablitz that he envisaged would be 
trialled in the future, a post-blitz and a pre-blitz. The role 
of a post-blitz would be as a way of revisiting locations of 
previous permablitzes to update or maintain the garden. 
The pre-blitz would allow for some of the more 
specialised work to be performed before the main 
permablitz event at a location. In the case of the 
permablitz that happened at P3’s property: “...I took 5 
weeks off beforehand to prepare it for my permablitz, so 
at a mini-blitz you’d actually have that couple of months 
Figure 1 Working in the Garden at E6 
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or so before, you can start accumulating some materials, 
... So you can actually do some of the initial grunt work, 
building structure, or clearing vegetation ... and make it 
safe.” (P3). The proposed pre-blitz events would 
therefore aim to increase safety and streamline the 
preparation process to support the main permablitz event. 
HCI designers could therefore help at the planning stage 
of a permablitz event to visualise and divide up the 
different tasks in order to manage the scope and safety of 
the event. 
Rewards and Satisfaction 
Further to the issue of responding to volunteer limits, 
both P1 and P3 spoke about rewards, satisfaction and 
celebration. These are key considerations in how events 
are planned and executed from the perspective of both the 
organisers and the volunteers on the day: “Gardening can 
be hard work, but you should be able to celebrate.” (P3). 
P1’s own experience was that he had become central to 
the group’s ongoing existence, which he saw as a 
limitation to long-term sustainability. When asked about 
whether more people need to take on organising roles, P1 
expressed that he expected the network will grow as 
people ‘come out of the woodwork:’ “...You’re talking 
about dedicated volunteerism, and people need to get 
some kind of feedback and reward and satisfaction out of 
giving their time and doing those kind of things, … 
[W]hile we’ve got some people who are really dedicated 
to permablitz and really supportive, it’s also likely that 
those same people, are involved in lots of other networks 
in their life, … and they are equally giving of their time… 
[S]o there’s limits… to what you can achieve with this 
kind of model.” (P1). An example of burnout occurred 
when (prior to the interview with P3) a vital group 
member left: “That’s always one of the struggles, when 
there’s not enough of us actually around, is trying to, not 
pick your winners, but pick what your passion actually is, 
and what you want to concentrate on.” (P3). 
For HCI designers, providing mechanisms to capture the 
success and celebration of events, could serve as a reward 
and increase satisfaction for volunteers involved. An 
example of how this could manifest itself would be 
capturing and sharing the story of each permablitz, 
allowing for celebratory reflection on the event. It could 
also explore ‘produce sharing’ similar to that experienced 
by Heitlinger et al. (2013) in the UK. 
The Careful use of Limited Resources 
Permablitz Brisbane as a group is entirely run by 
volunteers – there is no budget or regular income. The 
people involved have other commitments and jobs, and 
the time they do invest is voluntary. Here we are 
concerned with the careful and considered use of time and 
monetary resources, and its impact on how Permablitz 
Brisbane operates. Resourcefulness is a central idea to the 
concept of permaculture on which the group’s ethos is 
based, and this is applied through the design of the 
events. 
Resourcefulness is not limited to planning; it also impacts 
the maintenance of the group. In addition to the email 
newsletter, there is a website and Facebook presence that 
requires regular attention. Additional ways of engaging 
with potential hosts, and other interested community 
members via other social media such as Twitter is 
difficult because of these limitations: “[Twitter is] just 
one more thing that we’d have to do, and we are pretty 
stretched in terms of the capacity we have for things like 
that. ...[I]t’s just a matter of incorporating that into our 
already stretched resources.” (P1). This represents both a 
challenge and opportunity for HCI designers, with 
regards to available infrastructure and time that organisers 
are able to commit to learn and use an HCI intervention. 
This finding is an extension to that found by Odom 
(2010) and Lyle et al. (2013), where effective use of 
resources was highly valued by the respective urban 
agriculture communities. As a possible design response, 
we suggest this provides an opportunity to explore 
approaches of aggregating different social media outlets 
to lower the time investment required to manage 
communications. 
Keep Events and Resources Local 
Keeping a permablitz event local, both in terms of the 
volunteers who attend, and where materials are sourced 
from, is imperative to the event organisers. Currently as 
P2 explained the main method of calling for local 
designers was via mailing list, a broad and inefficient 
approach. At the time of the interview, P3 had been 
conducting a survey with all volunteers, as well as 
members of the Permaculture Guild to assess the levels of 
interest and involvement in future permablitz events, as 
well as what they could offer, and where they were 
located. An output of his survey could be the construction 
of a resource map to help with the planning of future 
permablitz events. P1 echoed the need for local resources, 
suppliers and volunteers to be made visible and known. 
This need is also reflected in the literature, with Odom 
(2010) and Lyle et al. (2013) finding similar needs for 
greater visibility of urban agricultural activities and 
resources in Brisbane. This visibility would help in the 
planning process of events.  
After the events there is also a lack of follow-up or 
support for hosts to have a continued involvement with 
their local community. Hosts of local events could benefit 
from knowing what other local resources and volunteers 
are available for ongoing improvements to the garden, as 
well as to serve as an example to other potential hosts. 
Remain Decentralised and Encourage Expansion 
P1 explained that permablitz events do not need to be 
sanctioned by the group – and that this was a goal of the 
group, to be available for information and help for the 
planning and advertising of events, without acting as an 
authoritative body: “... [O]nce you become a central 
body then you take away the ability for people to self-
organise, because they become dependent on what you 
do... It’s important to realise that permablitz can exist in 
it’s own form, it doesn’t have to be under an umbrella of 
‘Permablitz Brisbane.’” (P1). 
Similar to the idea of celebrating events, volunteers were 
keen to remain involved beyond the initial event: “They 
want to come back, you have people asking, ‘look, can we 
come back tomorrow and finish this?’ or whatever, and 
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quite a few places have had follow-up events, not 
necessarily under the umbrella or the name of a 
permablitz.” (P1, referring to E1 and E3). 
Expanding and decentralising the local networks of 
residents engaging with permablitz events is an aim of the 
group. This reduced dependence could also alleviate 
pressure on existing key volunteers involved in event 
organisation. For HCI designers, there is an opportunity 
to focusing on the development of systems and processes 
that take advantage of the post-event enthusiasm and help 
volunteers remain engaged. This could include using the 
permablitz event as a method of starting a local social 
group, and providing information and materials on how to 
organise future events. 
CONCLUSION 
Permablitz Brisbane as a grassroots movement provides 
an example of an event-based approach to engaging local 
communities in the urban food system. Their bottom-up 
approach aims to transform the way people think about, 
engage with, and eat, food. Permablitz Brisbane provides 
a useful contrast from location-centric projects at 
community gardens or city farms by enabling local 
neighbourhoods to connect with each other. The 
challenges and opportunities presented in this study 
demonstrate the need for flexibility to fit the decentralised 
structural aims of Permablitz Brisbane, and foster further 
expansion and support for local communities engaging in 
food production. Our findings indicate a need to focus 
design efforts on: alleviating pressures on volunteers by 
encouraging celebration and reflection on events; 
respecting the limited resources available to the group; 
encouraging the local community to have a sustained 
engagement beyond events; and, exploring ways to 
encourage the expansion of the movement while 
maintaining local community autonomy. 
Limitations & Future Work 
As the themes were derived from three interviews as well 
as participant observations at six events, the findings 
presented are only indicative of the design opportunities 
and challenges faced by this specific community. There 
are however, multiple instances where this work builds on 
the findings of similar research in Brisbane and 
internationally. Further work will explore the design of 
interactive technology that responds to these themes, and 
ongoing interaction with Permablitz Brisbane (or similar 
groups) will allow refinement of these themes. This study 
is part of a larger project that has also explored other 
types of urban agriculture within Brisbane. 
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